
Young Adult Fact Sheet #12: Tobacco and Pop Culture
What do the TV show “Friends”, Time Warner (Distributor of Matrix 

Revolutions and Austin Powers Goldmember, among others), and the 
Van Halen Video “Panama” have in common?  Two things: First, all have 

been popular with young adults; and second, all feature smoking 
1,2,3plotlines, characters, or lyrics.

MUSIC VIDEOS
The Office of National Drug Control Policy recently completed a study on substance use in music videos.  

3A sample of 258 videos from the year 2000 showed:
! Tobacco appeared in 21% of videos overall.
! 23% of “Rap/Hip Hop” videos, 18% of “Mainstream Rock” videos, and 17% of both 

“Hot-100” and “Modern Rock” videos featured tobacco use.
! Tobacco appeared in nearly 1/3 of videos on BET (Black Entertainment Television), 16% 

of videos on VH-1, and more than 1 out of every 10 videos on MTV.
4

! The median age of viewers at MTV is 21.5, 26.2 at BET, and 28.1 at VH-1.

TELEVISION
The Office of National Drug Control policy also completed a study on substance use in prime-time 
television.  After reviewing 168 episodes from the top-42 shows on Network television in 1998-1999, 

1researchers discovered:
! Tobacco was used in 19% of all episodes.
! Characters smoked cigarettes in 68% of episodes in which tobacco use was portrayed, 

smoked cigars in 36%, and smoked pipes or chewed tobacco in 7%.
! Positive statements about smokers or smoking were made in 13% of episodes showing 

tobacco use.  The negative consequences of smoking were shown in only two episodes.
! Anti-smoking commercials were only shown during 9% of all episodes.

MOVIES
! A recent study from the University of California, San Francisco, has shown as many as 

280% of all movies contain smoking, including almost 90% of R-rated films.
! In 2004, 16-29 year olds accounted for 36% of all movie admissions.  18-20 year olds 

5are also the most frequent moviegoers, with 53% attending at least once a month.
6

! 1 out of every 10 movies post-MSA still feature tobacco brand images.
! Marlboro is the brand most heavily represented in movies’ tobacco brand images 

5(48.8%).   It is also the brand smoked most by young adult smokers.

Visual mediums make an impact on people the way that no other form of communication can.  Millions of images 
in music videos, television, and movies are reaching young adults every single day.  Unfortunately, one of the 

messages being broadcast in these arenas is the popularity of tobacco use.  Tobacco use is portrayed in a variety of 
ways: by movie stars in hot summer blockbusters, characters on our favorite shows, and even in song lyrics brought to 

1,2,3life on MTV.   But the subtle message that smoking is commonplace, even cool, is something pervasive enough 
that it deserves attention from the tobacco control community.
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Stay tuned...More Fact Sheets Are Coming Your Way
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